Gender and the Politics of Exclusion in Pre-Colonial Ibadan: The Case of Iyalode Efunsetan Aniwura by Idowu, Olawale F & Ogunode, Sunday A
Cleveland State University
EngagedScholarship@CSU
The Journal of Traditions & Beliefs Michael Schwartz Library
2016
Gender and the Politics of Exclusion in Pre-






How does access to this work benefit you? Let us know!
Follow this and additional works at: https://engagedscholarship.csuohio.edu/jtb
Part of the African American Studies Commons, Continental Philosophy Commons, History of
Religion Commons, Oral History Commons, Other Languages, Societies, and Cultures Commons,
Other Religion Commons, Social History Commons, and the Women's Studies Commons
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Michael Schwartz Library at EngagedScholarship@CSU. It has been accepted for
inclusion in The Journal of Traditions & Beliefs by an authorized editor of EngagedScholarship@CSU. For more information, please contact
library.es@csuohio.edu.
Recommended Citation
Idowu, Olawale F. and Ogunode, Sunday A. (2016) "Gender and the Politics of Exclusion in Pre-Colonial Ibadan: The Case of Iyalode
















Idowu and Ogunode: Gender and the Politics of Exclusion
Published by EngagedScholarship@CSU, 2016
She	grew	up	in	the	Ikija	quarters	of	Abeokuta.	There	she	had	a	normal	upbringing	typical	of	the	time.	Suffice	it	to	note	that	very	early	in	life,	she	followed	in	the	footstep	of	her	mother	as	a	petty-trader.	In	this	regard,	she	used	to	accompany	her	mother	to	the	major	markets	in	Abeokuta.7	This	early	acquaintance	with	commerce	placed	her	in	good	stead	later	in	life.		 Soon,	she	became	old	enough	to	go	into	trading	on	her	own	account.	Toward	this	end,	she	formed	a	trading	partnership	with	two	friends,	Olooja	and	Yade.8	Alongside	this	duo,	she	embarked	on	long-distance	trading	to	Lagos,	Badagry,	Porto	Norvo,	Ikorodu,	and	Ibadan.9	It	was	not	long	before	she	realized	that	long-distance	trading	was	more	lucrative.		 She	eventually	got	married	to	a	fellow	Egba	in	Abeokuta.10	As	it	turned	out,	marriage	proved	to	be	an	unsuccessful	venture	for	her.	This	was	due	to	a	number	of	factors.	On	one	hand,	she	had	a	problem	giving	birth.11	However,	the	point	is	worth	noting	that	while	some	accounts	have	it	that	she	never	conceived,	some	have	it	that	she	had	one	daughter	who	died	young.12	In	any	case,	the	problem	of	childlessness	put	a	great	strain	on	her	marriage.	Coupled	with	this	was	the	strain	that	her	business	commitments	made	on	her	time.	As	a	result,	her	marriage	soon	collapsed.13		 Following	this	development,	she	gave	herself	wholly	to	her	business.	She	made	the	fateful	decision	to	relocate	from	Abeokuta	to	Ibadan.14	The	question	is	worth	asking:	Why	would	an	Egba	trader	make	Ibadan	her	base	at	a	time	when	the	Egba	and	Ibadan	were	sworn	enemies?	There	are	two	answers	to	this	question.	On	one	hand,	she	was	attracted	to	Ibadan	because	of	the	huge	opportunities	the	town	offered	in	terms	of	markets,	security,	accessibility,	etc.	On	the	other	hand,	her	decision	to	relocate	to	Ibadan	was	further	strengthened	by	the	fact	that	her	maternal	cousin,	Basorun	Oluyole,	was	at	the	time	the	de	facto	ruler	of	the	town.15		 Propelled	by	these	considerations,	around	1860,	she	made	Ibadan	her	home.16	It	is	important	to	note	that	in	Ibadan,	she	set	up	with	Basorun	Oluyole	at	Oja	Oba.17	With	the	patronage	of	Oluyole,	as	well	as	her	own	considerable	business	acumen,	she	soon	established	herself.	A	couple	of	years	after	her	immigration,	she	became	a	leading	trader	in	Ibadan	with	commercial	interests	in	diverse	places	like	Lagos,	Badagry,	Ilorin,	Abeokuta,	Porto	Norvo,	Ikorodu,	and	others.	She	was	particularly	distinguished	in	the	tobacco	trade,	the	slave	trade,	as	well	as	trade	in	weapons	and	ammunition	that	enabled	Ibadan	to	carry	on	its	numerous	wars.	Particularly	of	note	is	the	fact	that	it	was	thanks	to	her	industry	and	patriotism	that	Ibadan	continued	to	have	an	adequate	supply	of	war	material,	despite	the	blockade	mounted	by	the	Egba/Ijebu	coalition	against	Ibadan	during	the	Ijaiye	war	and	others.18		 Of	note	in	particular	is	that	Efunsetan’s	exploits	in	business	were	not	limited	to	trading	alone.	She	also	engaged	in	manufacture	of	finished	goods,	some	of	which	were	exported	to	
																																								 																																							 																																							 																																							 																												6	Awe,	“Iyalode	Efunsetan,”	67.	7	Awe,	“Iyalode	Efunsetan,”	68.	8	Ibid.,	69.	9	Ibid.,	67.	10	Ibid.,	69;	Johnson,	The	History	of	the	Yoruba,	393.	11	Awe,	“The	Economic	Role	of	Women	in	Traditional	African	Society:	The	Yoruba	Example,”	(paper	presented	at	La	Civilisation	de	la	Femme	dans	la	Tradition	Africaine,	Abidjan,	July	3-8,	1972);	Saburi	Biobaku,	Eminent	Nigerians	of	the	Nineteenth	Century	(Cambridge:	Cambridge	University	Press,	1960),	40.	12	Awe,	“Iyalode	Efunsetan,”	69;	Johnson,	The	History	of	the	Yoruba,	393;	Lorand	Matory,	Sex	and	
the	Empire	That	Is	No	More	(Minneapolis:	University	of	Minnesota	Press,	1994),	19.	13	Awe,	“Iyalode	Efunsetan,”	69;	Matory,	Sex	and	the	Empire	That	Is	No	More,	19.		 14	Kemi	Morgan,	Akinyele’s	Outline	of	Ibadan	History	(Ibadan:	Bookcraft,	1992),	118.	 	15	Awe,	“Iyalode	Efunsetan,”	70.	16	Matory,	Sex	and	the	Empire	That	Is	No	More,	19.	17	Awe,	“Iyalode	Efunsetan,”	70.	18	J.	F.	Ajayi,	Yoruba	Warfare	in	the	Nineteenth	Century	(Ibadan:	Ibadan	University	Press,	1971),	21.		
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America.19	Notable	in	this	regard	was	the	manufacture	of	mats,	Kijipa,*	traditional	cosmetics	like	
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	 With	such	a	pedigree,	it	was	only	a	matter	of	time	before	the	highest	honor	opened	to	a	woman	in	nineteenth-century	Ibadan	came	her	way.	Following	the	deposition	of	the	incumbent	Iyalode,	Subuola,	in	1866	she	was	offered	the	title	of	Otun-Iyalode.29		 Upon	her	emergence	as	Iyalode,	she	came	into	the	zenith	of	public	responsibility	then	available	to	a	woman.	
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of	the	war	booty	captured	by	her	troops.54	This	double	standard	is	yet	more	evidence	of	the	gender	politics	to	which	she	was	subjected.		 In	the	light	of	such	acts	of	gender	discrimination,	Iyalode	Efunsetan	soon	had	cause	to	review	her	involvement	in	affairs	of	the	state.	She	naturally	came	to	the	conclusion	that	on	account	of	her	gender	and	ethnic	origin,	her	benefit	from	the	Ibadan	state	was	not	commensurate	with	her	contributions.	Hence,	she	decided	to	give	only	qualified	support	to	state	projects,	especially	as	they	concerned	wars	of	conquest.		 The	result	of	this	resolution	soon	began	to	manifest.	First,	she	decided	to	be	more	stringent	in	her	credit	policy.	Thus,	she	insisted	that	chiefs	still	indebted	to	her	would	not	enjoy	further	credit	facilities	until	they	settled	their	outstanding	debts.	Unfortunately,	the	weapons	and	ammunition	with	which	Ibadan	chiefs	prosecuted	their	wars	were	usually	bought	on	credit.		While	some	of	them	paid	on	time,	some	had	bad	debt	culture.	One	such	perennial	debtor	was	Aare	Latoosa,	the	de	facto	ruler	of	Ibadan	by	1874.55	Thus,	this	stringent,	new	debt	policy	adopted	by	Iyalode	Efunsetan	earned	her	enemies	in	powerful	places.	Rather	than	see	it	for	what	it	was—i.e.,	an	innocent	attempt	by	a	business	woman	to	collect	her	debt—they	conveniently	read	meaning	into	it.	It	was	not	long	before	they	accused	her	of	treason,	claiming	that	by	withholding	credit	facilities	from	them,	she	meant	to	sabotage	their	war	efforts.	This	allegation	had	some	element	of	plausibility	because	the	Egbas,	her	compatriots,	were	some	of	the	arch-enemies	of	Ibadan.		 	Her	later	decision	not	to	send	her	slave-soldiers	to	accompany	the	Ibadan	army	on	the	Ado	campaign	lent	further	credence	to	this	misleading	view,	although	she	made	this	decision	mainly	to	protest	her	unfair	treatment	in	the	distribution	of	war	booty.	It	was	on	account	of	this	that	Aare	Latoosa’s	hands	were	strengthened	against	her	on	his	return	from	the	Ado	war.	The	steps	taken	by	Aare	Latoosa	to	cut	her	down	to	size	eventually	culminated	in	her	death	in	1874	at	the	hands	of	two	of	her	slaves,	at	the	behest	of	Latoosa.56			 	
Conclusion	In	the	light	of	the	foregoing	discourse,	the	several		conclusions	can	be	drawn.	Arrogance,	cruelty	to	her	slaves,	and	insubordination	did	not	ruin	Iyalode	Efunsetan	as	popularly	believed.	Rather,	she	was	ruined	by	the	politics	of	gender	and	exclusion	practiced	by	the	Oyo	power	elites	in	Ibadan	in	the	nineteenth	century.	Her	plight	was	typical	of	the	fate	of	many	well-to-do	women	in	pre-colonial	Yorubaland.	Hence,	Law	and	Illife	note	that	well-to-do	women	experienced	difficulty	in	converting	their	wealth	into	public	status	and	male	respect.57	It	is	instructive	to	note	that	this	conclusion	is	borne	out	by	the	observation	of	Bolanle	Awe	that	the	prominence	of	the	Iyalode	in	nineteenth-century	Yorubaland	was	“in	defiance	of	what	was	customary	and	traditional	among	the	Oyo-Yoruba.”58				 To	what,	then,	can	one	attribute	the	enduring	image	of	Iyalode	Efunsetan	as	a	blood	thirsty	tyrant	that	met	her	nemesis	at	the	hands	of	Aare	Latoosa?	The	answer	to	this	question	is	that	one	needs	not	to	seek	far.	It	is	an	established	fact	of	history	that	history,	to	a	large	extent,	is	the	account	of	the	victors	of	wars.	Within	the	context	of	this	discourse,	this	means	that	most	of	what	is	known	of	Iyalode	Efunsetan	came	down	from	her	nemesis,	i.e.,	the	Oyo	elements	in	Ibadan.	It	is	instructive	to	note	that	an	examination	of	the	historiography	on	Iyalode	Efunsetan	reveals	that	of	the	six	scholars	who	have	written	about	her,	only	one	is	non-Oyo	in	origin.59	
																																								 																				54	Awe,	“Iyalode	Efunsetan,”	77.	55	Ibid.,	80.	56	Ogunremi,	2000,	204;	Funso	Afolayan,	“Military	Alliances	in	Yoruba	Land,”	in	War	and	Peace	in	
Yoruba	Land:	1793-1893,	ed.		I.	A.	Akinjogbin	(Ibadan:	Heinemann	Educational	Books,	1998),	410.	57	Illife,	Honour	in	African	History,	80;	Robin	Law,	“Legitimate	Trade	and	Gender	Relations	in	Nigeria	and	Dahomey,”	in	From	Slave	Trade	to	Legitimate	Commerce	(London:	Cambridge	University	Press,	1995),	208.	58Awe,	“Traditional	Yoruba	Political	System,”	150.	59	Johnson,	The History of the Yoruba, 384.. 
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